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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The First Night journeys a little over five decades back into India’s British past. But more than itinerants, it has to do with those hidden races which have always been; with darkness and noon, and lamps lit under the earth. And with a flicker like silken ribbon through the dry grass….


Foreign Skins




I


After the summer rains, the road up to the bungalow was for a while a river of red mud. As the mud dried, drowned things came to light; rats, a long-tailed bird, a mongoose.


“There was also the body of an old woman,” said the man, uncaringly at his breakfast in the verandah. “A corpse some of them made a whole lot of fuss about.”


“David,” said the woman.


The man, her husband, glanced at her in slight though exaggerated inquiry. “What about David?”


“He’s listening, dear.”


“Let him listen.”


“But Chaver, dear—”


“Death’s a fact. Isn’t it, old chap?” Across the table, the eight-year-old boy, pale still despite the heat of a mighty sun, nodded. “That’s right,” said the man. “My God, Evelyn. He’s got to get used to it. He’ll see it all round him in this place.”


“Yes,” said Evelyn, and she touched her napkin to her lips.


“What was I saying?” the man she had called Chaver asked them. When they could not or would not tell him, he shook out his paper, somewhat late as it always was up here, and began to read, dismissing them.


That evening, as the stars were lit across the sky and grasshoppers whirred in the bushes, a woman came up the garden’s impeccable path, between the orange trees, and halted by the rhododendron under the veranda. Dark as the dusk, making no movement, she stood there for some while, until the doors of the dining room were opened. Then the thick amber lamplight fell on her and there was shouting.


“What in God’s name is all this noise?” demanded Chaver Finlay, striding up to the doors in his punctilious dinner jacket.


“A beggar woman,” said the house servant who had shouted. “I tell her, she must go.”


The man looked. He saw the woman by the ghostly rhododendron tree, in the light a creature of darkness, which folded its hands and bowed to him, and said in perfect English, “Lord, I seek shelter. I lost my home in the rains, and all I possess. I have been wandering a great time.” She was clad, he saw, in a piece of filthy sackcloth, probably come on at the wayside. Under the rag, she appeared supple and beautiful. Her hair was plaited into a black snake-tail that fell behind her. Her face was a fine one, with a delicately rimmed Asiatic mouth, the nose somewhat long but slenderly shaped, her eyes large and wide-spaced. On her wide low forehead, suggestive of intelligence and calm, there was no mark of caste. Nor did she have any jewelry, even to a glass bangle or a silver stud in the nostril.


“Well,” said Chaver Finlay, who was rather fascinated by these women. “Well. Go to the kitchen. Tell them I said you get food. And see if Asha can’t find you something to wear.”


“The Lord is very kind.”


He liked, the man, to be called “lord,” as they so often called him, in their own tongue or his. Tall and well-made, deeply tanned, hair and eyes black as the hair and eyes of any native, he found himself now, as often, stimulated by the contact of this world, so unlike his beginnings, so appealing to his spirit—or what he took to be his spirit. His work, which had to do with local government, was dry and uninspiring. He saw little connection between the work and the people, who continually intrigued him, that the work was ideally meant to serve.


Sitting at dinner, too, he compared Evelyn irresistibly and without quite knowing he did so, to the indigenous womanhood. Alas, poor Evelyn. How utterly unlike. Unlike to such an extent that it was almost a joke, Thin, but without any of the angular, heroic grace of the village woman. Fair, and suffering for her fairness, burned a dreadful pink that was not becoming, even when heavily powdered. The alien sun was not kind to Evelyn. It seemed to have bled out the color of her eyes which once, in a cooler clime, had enchanted him for two whole months. And the boy … the boy seemed set to go the same way. “Eat up your meat, David,” the man said absently. Milksop. Could he have bred a milksop? Little and thin and pale, if not yet burnt. The blue eyes were so rarely raised to meet his father’s, the father did not quite remember how they looked. Of course, Evelyn had spent a lot of time with the boy, and there were no other boys nearby for him to play with, to get some sense and some backbone thumped into him. Except the native children. But that was out of the question.


When the meal was over, the servant brought the decanter and glass and a box of cigarettes. Applying the lighter deftly, the servant said, “That woman is outside. She wishes to come in and speak to the Sahib, but I have said—”


“Whatever you said, go and tell her she may.”


Evelyn lifted her sandy eyebrows. She got a word of explanation, before the vagabond entered.


Finlay had a desire to draw in a great breath of pleasure at her apparition. Asha had obviously given of her best, an outfit of singing green and saffron, which the stranger wore as if it were her own. Even the black, black hair had been oiled before rebraiding and the oil’s somber perfume seemed to glow inside his nostrils like the whiskey on his palate.


She gave him again the obeisance, her eyes unlowered, huge black coals with all the lamplight held in them in two little golden beads.


“I have come only to thank you,” she said.


Finlay lounged a fraction. “But you’d thank me more if you could stay.”


She said nothing, and the other woman in the room gave a quick sharp rustle, like something in undergrowth. Finlay did not look at either of them. He refilled his glass.


“I assume you’d like to, because you told me you lost everything in the flood. Even your … Mother, would it have been?” There was a silence. When he looked up again, the dark ghost shook her head slowly. “It’s just,” he said, “an old woman was found about half a mile down the road, dead in the mud. Without clothing. The body was badly decomposed,” Evelyn made a verbal noise this time, “and rather curiously—but of course, the kites had got there, too, by then—” Evelyn’s noise was louder. “I merely thought, two strangers in these parts might have been traveling together.”


“No, lord.”


Finlay smiled, basking in that word.


“Well then, if we kept you, what could you do?”


“Really,” said Evelyn. “I don’t think—”


“Now, now,” he said, all velvet, “we can’t turn the homeless away, can we?” And she became once more dumb, only a pity it wasn’t permanent. His dark ghost meanwhile had turned her eyes aside. She had fixed them, those lenses of coal and gold, on his son. Ah, yes. The surest way to the father’s good graces, through his male offspring. As for David, he looked quite mesmerized, the little brute. “My son,” said Chaver Finlay to the woman, “is something of a dunce. At languages, particularly. Our dialects round here fox him, don’t they, old chap? On the other hand, your English is excellent, and I heard you exchanging words with my man, out there, in a splendid version of local lingo. Perhaps you might be helpful in this way. Do you think you could teach the boy something?” (And I’m sure you could teach him a great deal. Only he’s a touch young for that. I, though …) He only felt Evelyn on this occasion, her loud protests were mute, a sort of vibration. Evelyn did not like the new schoolteacher. But David did. His small pallid face was full of expectation. And Chaver liked her a lot.


“If you wish,” she said, “I will try.” She went on looking at David, and then slowly she smiled at him. Chaver Finlay would have preferred to have that smile himself, instead of its being wasted on the brat. But never mind. She would smile at the man soon enough. He offered her board and lodging now, and a small sum in annas, which she accepted as if it neither insulted nor amazed her, nor mattered, part of the Eastern Act, as he sometimes termed it.


“Come up to the house after breakfast, about nine o’clock. All right? My wife will see David’s in proper order for you. What are we to call you?”


That brought her eyes back to him. She regarded him for some moments, as if considering. Why, she’s inventing a name for herself, he thought. Are you that notorious, my beauty? And he resolved to check this tomorrow in the official offices, which was an oddly exciting idea, and would make a nice change from memoranda on irrigation and outbreaks of fever.


Then she said the name, and he missed it and had to ask her to repeat what she had said, as if testing her.


“Agnini,” she told him, with no trace of reluctance.


“Oh,” he said, teasingly, “then will you keep lightning from striking the house, O daughter of Fire? That should be worth a pa’ i or so more.”






II


He was a lonely child, lonely not so much for companionship as for peace. His mother was alternately irritated by him, or fussing him, calling him “Davy” when they were alone together, a strange intimacy he had come to find repellent. But then, she also referred to his father as “Daddy.” He was afraid of his father, of course. Mostly, these feelings were instinctive. Only when he had got out on to the withered lawn, able to lie hidden in a bush and watch a bird or small animal, or just the sky, did he discover quietness. Sometimes, taken up for a ride on his father’s horse (terrified), he had noticed the native children herding cattle, fighting or playing in the floury dust. They seemed as unlike himself as the free things which darted through the trees. Although he had left it less than a year before, he was forgetting Europe. The spot it occupied in his memory was a sort of sheet of whiteness, foggy, like an English winter sky. His mother sheltered him from this other sky as if it would hurt him, as, sure enough, once or twice it had hurt her, making her very sick so he was frightened and cried. “For heaven’s sake, David, don’t snivel!” his father said. The big tanned hand had caught itself back from a hard slap. It was clearly wrong to thrash one’s son for concern at his mother’s health. Punishment was reserved for deserving causes, failure at lessons, or lies to cover such failures or others that promised trouble. David was not a clever liar. He was not clever at anything. He had never asked as yet, What am I? Where do I fit in this unwieldy, unfriendly scheme of things? But because he did not seem cut out for life, obscurely he blamed himself. Everyone else managed. The fault must be in him.


When he saw sinuous motion coming through the orange trees, he watched it surreptitiously. Since it is possible to be in love at any age, David was in love with the adult person who had named herself Agnini. And since he loved her, he was rather afraid of her, and afraid, intuitively, of being disappointed in her.


Evelyn, who had left him there after breakfast, had admonished her child in various ways. She herself did not want to confront the native woman. To Evelyn’s eyes, Agnini was equally ugly and a threat. Thus the white wife ran to organize a bridge afternoon, abandoning matters to the wishes of the husband now already gone off to the male world of work, and to his allotted governess. Over the cards, Evelyn was prepared to say, gaily, “Guess what, suddenly we have an ayah! Oh of course it’s silly, so we know whose notion it is, don’t we? Chaver’s. You know what he is.” And they did know what he was, too, some of them. The ladies of the area much admired Mr. Chaver Finlay, who, stray as he would, was still Evelyn’s lawful property. Not that he had strayed much with his own kind, she thought. No, it was elsewhere that Chaver’s black eyes turned, after the black-eyed foreign women of this other planet, India.


The little boy looked up as Agnini’s cool shade fell upon him. “Greetings,” she said to him in Hindi. Pleased that he understood, he said in English, shyly, “Hallo.” And then Agnini laughed. Her teeth were as white as forgotten English snow. Entranced, David let her take his hand and lead him off the veranda, away to the shrubs and trees of the garden. Here, in his domain, which had long spelled release and relief, which he did not mind sharing with her since it seemed hers already, they sat down. In English, without preliminary, Agnini began to tell him a story. David listened, and as he listened he watched her. In the slanting sunlight she was like a shadow, and as she spoke she made lovely, luminous gesticulations with her hands and neck and head, swaying slightly like a flower on a stalk. Now and then, in the way of the story, she would say, “Attend, O Beloved.” And each time he would start very slightly, as if his mind had wandered, though it had not. It was grand to be told stories, though how it would help him master the ghastly chaos of another language he did not know.


“Attend, O Beloved,” Agnini said.


David attended.


His blue eyes were wide. These eyes were so far the only beauty he had, the only sign he might grow up into a handsome man, his mother’s lightness of complexion and his father’s coarse, effective looks, refined into something much better.


“ ‘Come,’ said the god,” said Agnini, “ ‘come, be valorous, and descend into the city of the wise and wicked ones. Who shall hurt thee there, seeing thou hast my protection? Thou shalt behold marvels. And maybe thou mayest recover what the shape-changer stole.’ “


Evelyn, who had sneaked out after all, in spurious search of a dead rose bush, paused to eavesdrop. Useless, she thought with satisfaction. What good is it to sit there like a monkey and chatter at the boy in Hindi, when he can’t speak three words of it?


“Two weeks. She’s not teaching him anything. She simply lives off our fare, like a parasite. Like they all do, given a ha’p’orth of encouragement.”


“What does she do with him all day, then?” Finlay inquired lazily.


“She tells him fairy stories, I believe. Or rather, heathen myths. Only yesterday I heard him singing—howling is more like it—some perfectly grim sort of chant about Krishna, or Vishnu. Or somebody.”


“Oh? Singing it in English, do you mean?”


“No of course—” Evelyn paused, “not,” she added lamely. “Oh, it was in some dialect or other, but he’d learnt it off parrot fashion. He didn’t understand it, which was probably just as well. You know, dear, I’m very concerned about David’s religious—”


“Just a minute,” Finlay said. He got up from his desk, where Evelyn had disturbed him over a hunting journal and a pile of untouched paperwork lugged home for show from the offices. He walked past his wife, one and a quarter feet the taller, and went out on to the veranda. David, a small uncamouflaged white figure in his shirt and shorts, was pottering among the tamarisks. At his father’s shout, the boy jumped as if at a shot, and turned a frightened face toward the house. The man beckoned vigorously, and the child came quickly with the forced speed of total helpless unwillingness. When he had almost reached the steps Finlay barked at him: “Jaldi, bebkuf! Bhagio!”


“Jee, Pitaji, mai bhagta hu—” said David, and broke into a trot. Then faltered and stopped dead.


“Well I’ll be damned,” said Chaver Finlay. He stood staring at his son, an evil grin splitting his face and revealing the unattractive teeth less strong than the rest of him. “What did you just say?”


“You—you told me to run, and I said I would—”


“In Hindi.”


“Y—yes. I—I think … so.”


“Don’t think so, you did. Accent quite decent, too. Well done,” said Finlay, delighted at it all. In Hindi once more, plus a heavy dose of the local dialect, he added to David, “And did she teach it thee?”


“Yes, father,” David said in English. It was a fact, he was never more uncertain than when his father seemed pleased by him. It happened so seldom.


And sure enough, Finlay scowled. “God damn you, boy! Answer as you’re supposed to.”


Evelyn shuddered at the blasphemies, retreating to the wall of the house. David replied again, rapidly, in the other words and syntax which were coming to seem quite familiar.


Chaver laughed. He turned on Evelyn, laughing in her face. “You see, Cold Comfort, our Aggi’s worth her weight in rupees. If she can get the little owl to learn something—my God. I’ll go over to their quarters and tell her she’s done a good job. By God, I will.”


Evelyn had continued to shrink away and had now shrunk right back into her husband’s study. She watched him stride off through the brassy film of late day and into the dark of the peepul trees that hid the servants’ dwellings from the bungalow.


The other side of those trees, almost instantly, he came on her who had named herself Agnini. She sat by a brown wall on a little faded mat of Asha’s, cleaning her hair in the old way, by rubbing it with rice, then combing it through and through. He stood and watched her, leaning on a tree and hidden from the house, feeling his own power course through him, his blood stirring in the broad light and open as it rarely did now in an airless night bedroom.


Although she had acknowledged him politely, Agnini continued with her task. He took this as a kind of flirting.


“I came to congratulate you,” he said at last. “We’d better give you a raise, Lady of Fires. David starts to speak tolerable native talk.”


She nodded, a small bow, replied otherwise not at all. Finlay inhaled the scents of the earth and the tree, and the wholesome savage aroma of her hair with the rice rubbed through it. His investigations had offered no clue. There were no rumors of a female criminal at large in the area, or anywhere near it. Maybe they would come. Then he might say to her, Ah, Agnini-who-is-not. Now I know you. That game could be fun to play. For the moment he contented himself with, “But your husband, surely, must be pining for you.”


She did stop her combing then, looking at him stilly. It was an odd look, and he was not sure he cared for it. Presently she said something that did not really sound like Hindi, and which he could not understand.


He guessed. “Dead? Is he? But he’ll be back, won’t he? He’ll reincarnate, and fast, I’d think, to get with you again. Or are you a muselman woman, only one life and away to paradise? No, you’re not that. Thank God. The times I’ve come out on a fine evening and been confronted by a row of their men’s holy bums stuck up, faces at the other end to Mecca—”


Agnini rose. The movement was remarkable, like a dancer’s, yet even more fluid—the word mellifluous came to mind. Even to Chaver Finlay’s mind. Yes, flowing honey. But she had given him the obeisance, turned and gone in, flowingly stooping at the low doorway. Dismissed, the man stood and wondered, angry and tickled. Yes, yes, honey and fire, it would be a pleasure to have a rough wooing with this one, who seemed not to notice him as male flesh. And he had the sudden image of a darkness before him, redolent with the perfumes of night, and eyes and lips and strong hands on him holding him to insistent deeds of darkness, all awash with smoky hair and the elixir of a foreign skin.






III


“Is it dead?” asked David, staring at the little rumpled creature on the lawn.


“Yes. Oh, come away at once. I’ll send them to clear it. Don’t be so ghoulish, Davy.”


David did not know what this English word “ghoulish” meant, but knew better than to ask at such a moment. Obviously it was bad, obviously he was guilty of it. He walked quickly off to escape culpability and his mother as one, and sat down under a tamarisk. He watched Evelyn emit an exasperated sigh, and scurry in the other direction to find a servant. David was close to tears. The little animal was so beautifully made, so complex, the tiny pointed face, and the wonderful squirrelish tail, and all these marvels wasted now in death. It was of a category he had been inclined to call, in the plural, mongeese, since it was mongoose in the singular, and a plural goose became geese not gooses. The error had last summer earned him a light stinging cuff from his father’s riding glove.


Soon, sitting under the tamarisk, he was able to watch one of the men come and sweep up and take away the mongoose who did not become geese in the plural, and would now become nothing at all except compost. David, unseen, gave in and wept. He wept with a breaking heart for all the sadness and cruelty of a world he scarcely knew, this land of giants.


Then, relaxed, lying face down on the grass, he fell asleep. He woke once to hear the muttering of servants close by in a tongue he could now follow by means that were so simple they were inexplicable. What did these people say? Talk of the mongoose. Young and glossy, it had had no mark upon it. Of what had it died? No, not a touch, or an ill-wish, even, but the mere concentration of inimical presence. A presence not to be fought with, only to be bowed down to, and so, nature in revolt, an ultimate bowing down in death. After all, even the cobras kept out of the garden now, overawed, though of course they would come, if desired. But there was no need. One was careful. One did what was wanted. Even the Goan cook, a Catholic to the tips of his moustache, was courteous. And in turn, courtesy was given. Her purposes were otherwise; the male child. It seemed the lawless magic of the very young, or the bewildered anguish of the very young, this had drawn her here.


Me? Are they talking about me? But about who else then? Is it—?


The noon sun beat on the drumskin of the garden, dark-red behind his eyelids, and the voices melted away and he curled on his side and slept again, dreamless, which might mean only that he did not recall his dreams.


When he woke the sun had moved a little, burning on the linked arms of the peepul trees. A yard off Agnini sat, braiding her hair. David rolled over and lay watching her, smiling sleepily, for she had come to find him and she was beautiful and he loved her much.


“Beloved,” said Agnini, “tonight I must leave thee.”


David’s entire body altered with distress.


“When wilt thou return?” he asked her, using the fluent fast speech, the inner tongue that was the core of her teaching.


“Return I do not,” said Agnini.


“Not come back? Not ever?” he whispered, in English now.


“No, Beloved. Never to thee.”


“Why must you go?” he cried, his pain too large yet for further crying, the adult pain of loss. “Did I do something to make you angry with—”


“The doing is not thine, Beloved. Nor yet. This night, another than thee will anger me. Then shall I go away.”


In English still, though she had kept to the other tongue, he cried out: “Can’t I—couldn’t I—please don’t—” and fell silent. For neither did English have, it seemed, the sentences he needed. To tell her the nameless hell that was his existence, and which she had filled in moments with motes of light and notes of joy. That if the motes and notes of light were to be taken from him, now he had touched them, he could not bear it. That, though he knew none of those mighty, emotive phrases by which poets describe the deepest human despair, and the self-annihilation the deepest human despair invites humanity to embrace, yet that was all which remained of him if she were gone. He gazed at her, and though he did not realize it, his eyes told her everything that he or words could not. If perhaps even she had needed to be told such things.


In the garden there was now no noise at all. Beasts and birds slept in the last of the great heat of midday, and men slept or lay vanquished. The grass itself, the leaves on the trees, did not move. Even the wind slept somewhere, high in the hills, under the river, under a stone. There came then the great coolness of that great heat, which is not coolness but only the accepting of the heat, and therefore comfort in it. This David felt, and he sighed. There had come to him also the acceptance of pain, the finish of that business the doctrine of Jesus Christ conceives of as a kicking against tearing barbs, and the doctrine of the Bhagavad-Gita as the blown and scattered ships of broken thought.


“Yes,” said Agnini, as though she had read such sensations from him, “thou art brave, and thou shalt be wise, strong and blessed. Come, I will show thee truths.”


When she rose, David got up. She held out to him her beautiful hand that was like a somber, articulated flower. She led him away.


It seemed they went out of the garden, and on to the road, white and iron-hard now, and then they walked toward the open uplands, where David was forbidden ever to go alone. But David made no protest, did not even worry over this departure. The comforting envelopment of the heat was so intense, time itself seemed to have stopped. They might travel as they pleased, he and this woman that he loved as a mother and as an abstract dream of future love, and as a spirit. No one would come after them, or could find them. No one would ever know.


And a considerable distance seemed to hurry by them, under his enclosed shoes that he must wear against snakes, and under her bare feet, their darkness powdered with white dust.


So they were up in the hills where all was unfamiliar, being rocks and pitiless brown slopes, and an endless blue horizon beyond.


“Dost thou recall,” Agnini said, “the story I told thee first, of the young student, and the serpent that stole from him, vanishing into the earth, and of how the man pursued the serpent, when Indra had opened for him the way?”


David nodded. Glancing down, he saw a slender rupture in the ground.


“See,” she said, “the serpent’s way to the city of his kind.”


“But snakes don’t have cities!”


“Thou hast forgotten the story, O Beloved.”


He looked up at her, and watched her, the gentle movements of her hands, her body swaying like a stem in water. He remembered then the story, which was of the Nagas, that fabulous race of Serpent-People, demons; nearly gods, and of their tricks upon men, and their several cities underground.


David kneeled down by the hole. “Does it really go all the way into a city, Agnini?”


She smiled, and touched his blond skull.


“I have said, I will show thee truths. Thou art not afraid?”


“Not—if you’ll be there too.”


“I am here and shall be there. And now,” she said, “I open the way.”


And she spat. Her spit, like a bright star, went shooting straight as an arrow into the hole. At which, the rockside crumbled and fell inward to a yawning nothingness, and he was drawn softly down with it.






IV


He had not slept, or lost consciousness, yet he seemed to be waking up. There was a darkness, but not as one thinks of blindness; he was not afraid. He was standing, too, so he had not actually fallen, though he had thought he fell, slowly and easily, down into this place. And he was alone. Nevertheless, he believed he knew exactly what he must do next, and this, in a life of uncertainties, was such a reassuring conviction he obeyed it.


As he walked forward, another conviction began to come. If I go on, he thought, thinking in English still, something will happen. But he was not alarmed. It was only right and proper to go on. To go on was essential, like breathing. He went on, and the thing duly happened. At first he did not know what it was. It was as if he began to stretch, very pleasant and natural, and then as he stretched he threw off and cast something away from him, like the sheet on the bed. And then it was more as if he broke through water. Ah, he thought. That’s better. Much. But then the feeling started once more, more imperative and more pleasant and more urgent, and he began to run through the serene darkness, his arms spread out, with no notion of obstacles, and met the feeling head-on and ran through it, and this time it was like jumping through a hoop of crackling paper.


Now I shall be free of bonds, he thought. They will drop behind me.


And once again he passed through the invisible barriers, and then once again, and again, and there was almost a pain each time now, but a pain that was good and clean.


“Thus,” he thought, “thou art no more, and yet thou art.” He thought in Hindi now, or in the older language that was Hindi and was not, which Agnini had taught him. He raised his arms over his head and felt strength and fiery courage, and laughed aloud. And it was no longer the laughter of a child. He looked about him then, and by the light of a vague warm glow that was coming in ahead of him, he glimpsed the pale sloughed garments that he had shed, five or six or seven times, on the rocky floor. They were the skins he had cast, the empty bodies of boyhood, adolescence and youth. All these deaths that are the sum of life, the endless reincarnation of self.


As he advanced toward the light, the one who had been David Finlay, eight years of age, was a man. And the man was tall and strong as though from two decades of faultless exercise, repose and nourishment, beneath the mighty sun which had deeply tanned him and bleached his fair hair to a golden banner. While under the crown of the golden hair the man’s brain, innocent and educated, understood everything, and was made by it amused, and reverent. So he walked out of the tunnel into the light.


The opening was the shore of a lake, or an enormous cistern, under arching rock like a dove-gray sky. Light came from the rock, and from the water, which was crystalline, and out of which grew huge crimson lotuses, standing on their stalks well clear of the surface, like inverted parasols. Across the water, through the lotus forest, he saw the flash and glitter of the towers and walls of the underground city.


Though he had no intermediary memories of his own life after the age of eight, for he had had no life, yet his adult brain was equipped with adult knowledge. He was able to gauge the distance from shore to city as a little less than half a mile, and to predict he could swim it, too. He knew his stamina and abilities, none of which he had himself built up or learned, but which had evolved for him in the casting of the skins—making him what he could be, would be. With a joyous, reckless control, qualities never his till now, he dived in a graceful powerful swoop into the water, cleaving it, passing through its silken undertones, and coming up again with the crimson lotuses brushing his forehead and eyelids.


He swam, without effort, along the natural lanes among the flowers. The water gleamed, and seemed to do him good, like that of a mineral spring. The shining city of the Nagas came nearer and nearer through sparkling showers of water-drops. Presently, his fingers brushed a flight of great steps, brilliant with colored painting, which went up to a platform. Here there was wall, crowded with exquisite and complex carvings. In the wall there was an opening crowned by a horseshoe shape, and without doors. The way was barred only by pillars of red sandstone.


He drew himself from the lake, shook away the water and was instantly dry. As he climbed the marble toward the walls and their opening, he heard the sound of the city for the first time. It was a wonderful sound, of music mingled with action, and seemed imbued by energy and interest. Cities of men did not have this sound.


When he reached the platform, he saw that the seven sandstone pillars rose far up over his head, and each was roped by a serpent, living and golden, everyone of which stared at him from its topaz eyes.


He made an obeisance to each of the seven. He had no right here, save the right of invitation, the rights of love and magic. The serpents were each large enough to crush him, but none had made a hostile move, only watched him as he approached.


He was perhaps nine strides from the opening they guarded, able to glimpse through it the extraordinary masonry of the city, when the serpents altered their positions on the pillars. Then each came sliding down. As they touched the marble of the platform they were changed. So he saw the Nagas as the carvings often show them. Upright on their tails of golden plates, sinuous as rope, they were from the waist upward almost men. The man-part was dark-complexioned, the musculature formidable, and hung at breast and arms with gold and huge polished gems. The dark faces smiled, as in the carvings they do, but cruelly, stilly, the long mouths closed. And the large eyes, black and bright as certain of the jewels they wore, were without any white. Each head was cased in a diadem or helmet of gold, and behind head and shoulders there rose, like phantom wings or the plumed lily of the fleur-de-lis, a triplex black and gold formation of serpents, hoods spread wide in the rage display of a striking cobra.


It was the snake-man of the central seventh pillar who spoke, and as he did so his double tongue, slick black as a sloe, flickered in his mouth.


“Thou standst by a city of the Serpent-People, of the limitless realm of the Great King Takshak. Thy kind is unwelcome here. What seekest thou?”


“A woman of thy people, known to me.”


The snake-men glared from their wicked eyes.


“Art a fool, thou. What is thy name, Fool, and who thy fool’s protector, that thou darest so seek one of our race, naked and unarmed, among the thrice-weaponed, the crushers, the venom-toothed, the shape-changers, we?”


He now knew that the name “Agnini” would be of no use here—it was a game she had played, an English anagram of her merely racial name, Nagini. He knew also that his own English name was useless, as the English concept of God was useless. But who in the Indian pantheon could he claim?


Before he could speak and maybe blunder, a woman’s voice came from within the gateway.


“Canst thou not see, Cunning Ones, which Guardian he has? He is the Lord Darvinda, of the Kashatriya. His Patron is therefore Indra Vajri, whose wrath we have felt before. Let him by, my gentle brothers. He is here at my request.”
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